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Thank you for inviting the NCCA to meet with you today to consider the issue of the Arts and 

Education. My colleague, Arlene Forster and I will begin by saying a little about the role of the NCCA 

in this context and then proceed to outline curriculum provision and developments, past, present 

and to come that may contribute to the discussions today.  

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) is a statutory body whose role is to 

advise the Minister for Education and Skills on curriculum and assessment for early childhood, 

primary and post-primary education. In doing so, we are required to consult with a wide range of 

agencies and stakeholders in the Education sector, to engage in research, take account of 

international practice, and develop and review curricula, having regard to the promotion of high 

standards of quality, equity and inclusion, sound educational practice and relevance to national 

social, cultural and economic objectives. 

As well as advising on curriculum, NCCA has a role in advising on and supporting implementation but 

it’s important to note that it is not directly involved in the implementation of curriculum change in 

schools and other settings – this is directed by the Department of Education and Skills, usually 

through the use of support services for schools related to particular curriculum developments and 

initiatives. 

Education in the Arts is critical to the education project itself. We know that you cannot separate out 

the arts from the human journey and the human condition itself. We rely on the arts to bring out the 

fullness of our humanity. Knowing the arts and practicing them is foundational to the full and 

healthy development of the minds and spirits of children and young people. That’s why ultimately, 

the arts are not separable from what it means to be educated. Furthermore, even in the technology 

rich and obsessed 21st century, the importance of the arts is not lost on leaders like Steve Jobs who 

made the point that “It is in Apple’s DNA that technology alone is not enough—it’s technology 

married with liberal arts, married with the humanities, that yields us the results that make our heart 

sing.” 

The Arts have always been viewed by the NCCA as an essential curriculum area in early childhood, 

primary and post-primary education. For example, the newly introduced Framework for Junior Cycle 
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includes ‘Creativity and innovation’ as one of the eight guiding principles of junior cycle programmes 

and among its 24 statements of what learning at junior cycle must encompass are the statements 

The student:  

3. creates, appreciates and critically interprets a wide range of texts 

4. creates and presents artistic works and appreciates the process and skills involved 

6. appreciates and respects how diverse values, beliefs and traditions have contributed to the 

communities and culture in which she/he lives 

8. values local, national and international heritage 

22. takes initiative, is innovative and develops entrepreneurial skills. 

23. brings an idea from conception to realisation 

All aspects of learning that, among many others, are underscored by the Arts in education! If 

anything, the relevance and importance of the Arts has increased in recent years as curriculum 

developments internationally underscore the importance of generic key skills, alongside deeper 

subject knowledge, in 21st century learning. Which of the key skills of junior cycle – Being Literate, 

Managing Myself, Staying Well, Being Creative, Working with Others and Communicating does 

education about the Arts and in the practice of the Arts not contribute to? This view of the Arts as 

fundamental to the educated young child and young person is reflected right across our curriculum 

development activity at all levels. 

The importance of this view of the Arts can also be seen in a report published by the Arts Council 

and the ESRI in 2016. In highlighting a connection between children’s participation in artistic and 

cultural activities and their greater confidence to cope with schoolwork, greater happiness, reduced 

anxiety, better academic skills and fewer socio-emotional difficulties, the report pointed to the 

importance of opportunities for children to explore, experience, enjoy and learn through the arts 

from early childhood through to senior cycle.  

Here are some of the recent and future developments related to arts education in the curriculum 

that  NCCA has been involved in and that we think can contribute to the Arts in education and our 

discussion today.  

 

Early Childhood  
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Aistear, developed by the NCCA, is the early childhood curriculum for children from birth to 6 years. 

The Framework is underpinned by 12 principles, and describes early learning and development using 

four interconnected themes—Well-being, Identity and Belonging, Communicating and Exploring and 

Thinking. Aistear is strongly influenced by the Reggio Emilia approach to early childhood education 

which emphasises the concept of children’s 100 languages. Through the framework, children explore 

rich learning environments, indoors and outdoors, in a multi-sensory manner as they  

 express themselves creatively and imaginatively (Communicating, Aim 4) 

 explore ways to represent ideas, feelings, thoughts, objects, and actions through symbols 

(Exploring and Thinking, Aim 3) 

 develop positive attitudes towards learning and develop dispositions like curiosity, 

playfulness, confidence, resourcefulness, and risk-taking (Exploring and Thinking, Aim 4).  

Aistear provides practical examples of experiences and activities through which children’s creative 

expression can happen, such as story, song, sculpture, rhyme, play, music, dance, drawing and 

painting, to name a few.   

Aistear Síolta Practice Guide 

Funded by the Department of Children and Youth Afairs and supported by the Department of 

Education and Skills, NCCA has developed the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide. This is an online resource 

to support practitioners in using Aistear and Síolta, The National Quality Framework for Early 

Childhood Education (2006) to develop the quality of their curriculum. As outlined, the Aistear 

framework readily lends itself to the creation of an arts-rich environment and practice and this is 

reflected in the Practice Guide which has many practical supports available to practitioners such as 

videos and podcasts on supporting arts within the early years curriculum.  

Primary School Curriculum 

This year marks the nineteenth birthday of the Primary School Curriculum (DES, 1999). The 

curriculum aims to  

 Develop each child’s potential to the full 

 Encourage a love of learning  

 Help children develop skills they will use all their lives. 

In supporting children’s sense of wonder and natural curiosity, the curriculum promotes guided 

discovery learning and active learning in all seven areas including the Arts. Comprising Visual arts, 

Music and Drama, the Primary Arts Curriculum enables children to see and solve problems creatively 
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through imaginative thinking and the development of their natural abilities and potential. The 

curriculum strikes a balance between children having opportunities to explore and express ideas and 

experiences, and opportunities to experience and respond to music, drama and visual arts. For 

example, the Music Curriculum focuses on listening and responding, performing and composing 

activities while the Drama Curriculum promotes activities in which children can explore feelings, 

knowledge and ideas leading to understanding. Likewise, the Visual Arts curriculum promotes 

making art and in looking and responding to art. 

An interesting development in recent years in primary schools is the further integration of education 

in the Arts across the curriculum at infant level. With support from NCCA and in line with Aistear, 

considerable change has taken place in how children learn. Play and playful approaches to teaching 

and learning are now more prevalent, increasing children’s opportunities for the kind of creative and 

artistic activity referred to in Aistear and in the Primary School Curriculum. For example, NCCA 

provides advice for teachers on using junk art, construction play and socio-dramatic play which 

promote concepts and skills associated with shape, form, texture and space in the Visual Arts 

Curriculum, and elements from the Drama Curriculum such as role and character, time, belief and 

tension.   

Post-Primary Curriculum 

In the post-primary curriculum, education in the Arts features across a wide range of subjects 

including English, Irish, Modern Foreign Languages, History and the subjects comprising the new 

curriculum area of Wellbeing (including Civic, Social and Political Education and Social, Personal and 

Health Education). Creativity and problem solving also feature strongly in subjects and new short 

courses and subjects like Coding and Computer Science. The Arts also feature strongly in the 

Transition Year programme and the Leaving Certificate Applied in many schools. For the purpose of 

today’s discussion we’ll draw particular attention to work in the areas of Art, Music and Performance 

Arts.   

Art 

Art has always been a subject on the post-primary curriculum. Since September, 2017 a new Junior 

Cycle Visual Art specification, has been introduced. The new course focuses on the elements of 

Critical and Visual Language, Drawing, Visual Culture and Appreciation, and includes an area on Art 

Elements and Design Principles and Media (whether traditional, new, contemporary or digital).  
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A new Leaving Certificate specification for Art is also in the final stages of development. We’re due 

to have a draft of the new course for discussion at Council next month. Public consultation on this 

will follow with a final course ready by September. One of the interesting features of the new course 

is that it is aligned with The Common European Framework of Reference for Visual Literacy which 

has been of great benefit in the design and drafting of the learning outcomes involved.   

Music 

Like Art, Music has also always been a subject on the post-primary curriculum. A new Junior Cycle 

Music specification will be introduced in schools in September 2018. This course has three elements:  

creating and exploring; participating and music-making;  and appraising and responding.  

Performance Arts 

An interesting development in recent years has been the development of short courses at junior 

cycle. Schools can design their own 100 hour short course. Organisations and bodies can develop a 

short course for take up in schools. All short courses are assessed and can be included on the new 

certificate at junior cycle called the Junior Cycle Profile of Achievement. The NCCA has developed a 

short course on Artistic Performance which has been available for uptake by schools since 2016. This 

course focuses on students directly experiencing the arts as they plan, prepare for and produce a 

final group performance. This performance can encompass any artistic endeavour and can facilitate 

students engaging in music, drama, dance and the visual arts.  

Continuing Professional Development 

With new courses and areas of development, the Continuing Professional Development of teachers 

is important. NCCA works with our partners in for example Junior Cycle for Teachers (JCT) and PDST 

to support the introduction of new courses in Visual Art, Music and Artistic Performance. 

Collaboration 

The NCCA also collaborates with a range of Arts and Culture bodies and agencies to advocate for an 

promote the Arts in education 

We work IMMA and RIAI to produce examples of student work (for www.curriculumonline.ie ) that 

illustrate good practice in learning and teaching about the Arts  

We’re involved with a consortium of curriculum agencies in Europe in looking at developments in 

curriculums for Art across five countries and all sectors. 

http://www.curriculumonline.ie/
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In the area of Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS), we’ve collaborated with Dublin City Council's Arts 

Office and the VTS organisation in the United States in researching and adopting the VTS 

methodology and curriculum since 2015. This has seen NCCA staff trained in using VTS, alongside a 

number of teachers and members of support services. 

NCCA are associate partners with Dublin City Council on the Erasmus Plus project Permission to 

Wonder, which runs for 3 years beginning this March, 2018. The focus of this project is on training 

teachers and art museum educators in the VTS method, applying it with schools and, through this, 

generating examples of good practice, materials and image banks for use in other contexts.     

We’ve also worked with the Arts Council and the Creative Ireland team in the development of the 

Creative Schools/Scoileanna Ildánacha initiative. This initiative launches on the 12th February and is 

part of pillar 1 of the Creative Ireland programme.  

Future curriculum developments 

The curriculum is constantly in the process of renewing itself and some aspects of it are always 

under review. Currently, the NCCA is conducting a review of the Primary Curriculum which will take a 

fundamental look at the structure and curriculum areas of the curriculum. Meanwhile, a review of 

senior cycle education also commences this month. Both reviews gives advocates of the Arts in 

education an opportunity to pursue new ideas on potential and provision for the Arts in the 

curriculum.  

Primary Curriculum Review  

Last year, the NCCA oversaw an extensive consultation on the structure of the primary curriculum 

and how time is used within it. This was the first time, in almost twenty years, that teachers, 

principals, parents and others had an opportunity to step back from the curriculum and begin to 

consider what it needs to do for children when we think of the next five, ten, fifteen years. Work this 

year involves a further teasing out of what a redeveloped curriculum might look like, and what it 

might include and say about teaching and learning in the years to come. As part of this, we’ll be 

exploring the purpose of a primary curriculum as we enter the third decade of the 21st century, its 

values and priorities, its underpinning philosopy and principles, its pedagogical approaches and  

curriculum themes/areas/subjects. The redevelopment of the curriculum also provides exciting 

opportunities to consider new aspects to children’s learning, for example, computational thinking 

and coding, and the potential of these to further promote and support education in the arts.  

Senior Cycle Review 
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The review of Senior Cycle education will be a significant and exciting area of work for NCCA in 2018. 

It can build on the developments ongoing at junior cycle. It’s timely, the last significant changes to 

the structure of senior cycle having taken place over twenty years ago. It will, among other things, 

raise questions for discussion around areas such as core experiences at senior cycle, key skills for 

senior cycle, flexible curriculum programmes and pathways for learning, the balance between school 

autonomy and prescription in the curriculum for senior cycle, and the sites for learning at senior 

cycle. These are all areas which those committed to the Arts in education will have interest in. The 

review offers everybody an opportunity to generate a shared vision for senior cycle and a strong 

base from which to shape a curriculum that genuinely meets the needs of all learners for years to 

come. 

 

In conclusion, from an NCCA perspective, there is a commitment to the Arts as a central area of 

education for the 21st century learner. Recent curriculum developments and collaborations provide 

evidence of that continuing commitment. Ongoing and future curriculum review offers everyone the 

opportunity to advocate for further innovation and improvement in provision for education in the 

Arts. The NCCA encourages all involved to participate fully in the ongoing and forthcoming reviews.   

 

Ends. 


